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PROGRAM FOR 
DIVORCED CATHOLICS 


DONALD F. MILLER, C.SS.R. 


Divorce is one of the greatest evils of 
our times. Everything possible must be 
done to stop its ravages upon the solidity 
of the family. This does not. mean that 
divorced persons, whether guilty or inno- 
cent, must be spiritually neglected. They 
can and must still save their souls. To do 
so, this is the program they should follow. 


HERE are a great many di- 

vorced Catholics in the United 
States today. Their position is a diffi- 
cult one, because of the wrong atti- 
tudes many other Catholics have to- 
ward them, because of the sinful 
pressures to which others often sub- 
ject them, and, above all, because of 
the problems they themselves must 
face in trying to lead Christian lives 
and to save their immortal souls. 
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For these reasons divorced persons 
need a definite program or plan of 
living, that will contain clear state- 
ments of what is wrong for them, 
and positive recommendations of 
what will make their task of living 
up to God’s will for them as easy as 
possible. This is an effort to provide 
such a program or plan. At the same 
time it may help other Catholics form 
a right attitude and practice real 
charity toward divorced acquaint- 
ances and friends. 


There are many kinds of divorced 
Catholics among both men and 
women. The only ones excluded from 
consideration here are those for 
whom there is no solid reason against 
their going back to living with their 
lawful spouse. A divorced Catholic 
who can, without undue harm to body 
or soul or mind, resume married life 
with the partner he (or she) promis- 
ed before God to accept as a spouse 
until death, and who would be reac- 
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cepted by that partner, is bound to 
take whatever steps are necessary for 
a reconciliation. Unfortunately there 
are not too many cases in which rec- 
onciliation is possible after marital 
difficulties have reached the climax 
of divorce. But where it is possible 
and reasonable, it is a matter of obli- 
gation. 


Of those, we say, for whom a rec- 
onciliation with their partner is out 
of the question, there are many kinds. 
There are those whose sins and self- 
ishness caused the breakup of their 
marriage, and those who were the in- 
nocent victims of a partner’s sins. In 
many cases both partners were not 
without blame in the events a led 
up to a divorce. 


It is rare that a divorced person, 
man or woman, will accept all the 
blame for the break-up of the mar- 
riage. Even the alcoholic, who in his 
fits of drinking was in the habit of 
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beating his wife and children and en- 
dangering their lives, will usually try 
to put the blame on his wife for his 
drinking and his cruelty, and for the 
separation and divorce she finally had 
to obtain. But objectively there are 
cases in which the fault seems almost 
exclusively on one side: for example, 
on the side of the husband who thinks 
he has “fallen in love” with a new 
face, and runs off with the damsel 
who wears it; or on the side of the 
wife, who refuses to buckle down to 
home-making and child-rearing, flirts 
with everybody she sees and inevita- 
bly ends up in adultery. The standard 
defense of immature characters of 
this kind is: “My husband (or my 
wife) doesn’t understand me.” 


The innocent Catholic party to a 
divorce can usually find some reason 
for self-reproach. In many instances 
it was a case of too hasty a marriage, 
inspired by a powerful physical at- 
traction, but without careful scrutiny 
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of the character of the one being 
married. Or it was a case of the good, 
pious, zealous Catholic girl who was 
going to reform the drunkard by 
marrying him, or whose vanity made 
her think that the philanderer would 
never again have eyes for anybody 
but her. “Innocent” victims of di- 
vorce will often have to admit that 
wiser and older heads had warned 
them against just what happened to 
their marriage. 


However, this is not a study of the 
causes of divorce. It is a program for 
divorced persons, whose lawful 
spouses are still living, no matter 
who or what was responsible for 
their divorce. It is addressed equally 
to the guilty and innocent parties. It 
assumes that such persons want to 
love and serve God, no matter what 
their past, and want to adjust them- 
selves to their state as best they can. 
While it is addressed primarily to 
Catholics, everything in the program 
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applies to divorced Protestants who 
were validly married. If they believe 
in Christ, they must accept His state- 
ment that marriage after divorce is 
adultery. The program will involve 
three things: 1) The right attitude 
and conduct toward God; 2) the right 
attitude toward themselves; 3) the 
right attitude toward other people. 


1. The Right Attitude of 
Divorced Catholics Toward God 


There are many clear and definite 
principles that represent God’s will 
for divorced Catholics who want to 
be and remain in His grace and 
friendship. The most important are. 
these: 


1. God wants the divorced person 
to return to His grace by a good con- 
fession, if his (or her) sins led up to 
the divorce, or if he (or she) sinned 
by getting a divorce. 
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It is a grave sin for a validly mar- 
ried Catholic to institute divorce pro- 
ceedings against a partner without 
permission of the bishop of the dio- 
cese. Therefore this sin has to be con- 
fessed. With it, of course, must be 
confessed any sins that contributed to 
the break-up of the marriage. Even 
a husband or wife who did not start 
divorce proceedings must confess any 
sins that contributed to the alienation 
of a partner. 


For example, a wife who for some 
time had refused, without a serious 
reason, to live up to her contract of 
taking part in the marriage act, may 
not have sought a divorce, but she 
was guilty of grave sins that con- 
tributed to bringing about the di- 
vorce. Thus a husband who left his 
wife and children to starve by earn- 
ing or giving nothing to their sup- 
port, might say that he did not want 
a divorce, but his sins of neglect cer- 
tainly made some defensive action 
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necessary for the wife. Such sins 
should be confessed and God’s for- 
giveness sought through the absolu- 
tion of the priest. 


It should be noted clearly that di- 
vorced persons are not necessarily 
excluded from the sacraments and 
the full life of the Catholic Church. 
Certainly the so-called “innocent” 
person in a divorce, that is, the one 
who tried to fulfill the duties of mar- 
riage and who tried to prevent the 
divorce, should have no hesitation 
about going to confession and receiv- 
ing Communion. Even a husband or 
wife who has done irreparable dam- 
age to their marriage by bad conduct 
and by the great sin of seeking a di- 
- vorce without permission, can receive 
God’s forgiveness, if such a one is 
truly repentant, ready to make repa- 
ration for the evil done and the scan- 
dal given, and willing to take part in 
a reconciliation if that should become 
possible. 


2. God’s law strictly forbids valid- 
ly married but divorced Catholies to 
keep company as af ed were free to 
marry again. 


Steady company-keeping is lawful 
only as a possible preparation for 
marriage. When one is not free to 
marry, steady company-keeping be- 
comes a serious and unnecessary oc- 
casion of sin, and therefore a grave 
sin in itself. 


This holds for both the “innocent” 
and the “guilty” parties to a divorce. 
It is the former who must especially 
see it as a clear mandate of God’s 
will. 


They are the ones, these innocent 
victims of divorce, who are most apt 
to argue against the will of God in 
this regard. They say: “I did my best 
to make my marriage a success. My 
partner turned out to be selfish and 
sinful and unwilling to bear the sac- 
rifices of marriage. Since I was ‘in- 
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nocent,’ I should have a right to an- 
other chance at happiness in mar- 
riage.” 

The position of such persons is in- 
deed unfortunate, deserving of great 
sympathy and charity, but, in argu- 
ing that they have a right to think of 
marriage again, they forget two 
things. The first is that they took 
their partner “for better, for worse” 
until death, which means that they 
solemnly promised never to think of 
another marriage while the partner 
of their first marriage was still alive. 
The second thing they forget is that 
the solidity of marriage and the se- 
curity of the home demand that a sec- 
ond marriage after divorce never be 
permitted to Christian people, not 
even to those who can call themselves 
guiltless of any evil in their first mar- 
riage. If “innocence” were ever made 
a loop-hole for a second marriage af- 
ter divorce, the number of aggrieved 
and “innocent” husbands and wives 
would grow into legions. That is why 
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Christ was adamant and absolute on 
this point: attempted marriage after 
divorce from a valid, Christian, sac- 
ramental, consummated marriage is 
adultery. 


And that is why steady company- 
keeping for a divorced pefson, wheth- 
er “innocent” or “guilty” in the di- 
vorce proceedings, is a mortal sin. It 
follows too that it is a mortal sin for 
a single person to keep company with 
a divorced Christian. 


3. It is clearly God’s will that di- 
vorced persons should build up an 
especially fervent spiritual life, to off- 
set the dangers and temptations that 
will assail them. 


No matter how young a divorced 
man or woman may be, no matter 
how bleak and difficult the long 
stretch of the future may seem under 
the strictures to which a divorced 
person is subject, God’s grace is 
ready in abundance to make virtuous 
living possible and even easy for such 
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a one. However, this grace must be 
sought, and sought with a zeal pro- 
portionate to the soul’s need. 


Therefore divorced persons should 
get to confession at least every few 
weeks, in order to keep making a 
check on whether they are carrying 
out God’s strict commands. They 
should receive Communion often, 
even every day if possible, knowing 
that this sacrament will be the means 
through which they can grow enough 
in the love of God to resist all temp- 
tations to sinful love. And they must 
adopt a firm schedule of daily prayer 
and spiritual reading, so that they 
may develop a genuine interior life, 
that is, one in which they grow con- 
stantly in conscious union with God. 


2. The Right Attitude of 
Divorced Persons Toward 
Themselves 


There are three dangerous, if not 
fatal, mistakes that divorced persons 
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can make in regard to their state. 
The right attitude toward themselves 
means a constant awareness of and 
defense against these mistakes. 

1. The greatest danger that di- 
vorced people must face is that they 
may succumb to self-pity. 

Self-pity can become a habit and 
a fixed state of mind. It is that state 
in which a person is so constantly 
conscious of his misfortunes that he 
is a burden to himself, a bore to his 
family and friends, and in constant 
danger of rebellion and blasphemy 
against God. 

Divorced persons, whether they 
admit to guilt in bringing about their 
divorce, or maintain, rightly or 
wrongly, their complete innocence, 
have suffered a great misfortune. But 
it was not the greatest or final mis- 
fortune of life. Nobody was created 
just to have a happy marriage. Men 
and women were created to win the 
happiness of heaven, and that goal 
remains attainable even after a di- 
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vorce. Self-pity is one of the surest 
ways to endanger the real goal of 
one’s life. 

Much of the self-pity in which di- 
vorced people are tempted to indulge 
is really inspired by the pagan and 
secularist outlook on the world. 
Pagans run through three and four 
and five marriages, looking for one 
that will be perfectly happy. They 
make the divorced Catholic feel that 
he is cheated by his religion in not 
being allowed to try and try again for 
a happy marriage. He has been de- 
ceived by his neighbors into forget- 
ting that his happiness has to be 
found in God, not in a human being. 
Until he realizes that truth, he will 
be a sorry victim of self-pity. 

2. A second danger that divorced 
people must face is that of idleness. 

Idleness, as the inspired Scriptures 
say, is a danger to anyone, but it is 
particularly such to divorced persons, 
who must be on guard against the 
self-pity described above (always 
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nourished by idleness), against fall- 
ing among bad companions, and 
against taking up steady company- 
keeping with anyone, good or bad. 

By idleness is not meant only sit- 
ting around doing nothing, but also 
going around doing useless things. A 
divorced person who spends a great 
deal of time in taverns, in cocktail 
lounges, at mixed social gatherings, 
is not only wasting time, but creating 
opportunities for temptations that 
not one divorced person out of a hun- 
dred would be able to resist. 

A divorced Catholic who wants to 
remain in God’s friendship will avoid 
idleness by concentrating on 1) a job, 
2) an innocent hobby, 3) some kind 
of spiritual or religious activity. 

The job may be that of raising 
their children. A divorced wife who 
has a child or several children whom 
the court has entrusted to her, is es- 
pecially fortunate: she can make a 
full-time job, and a deeply rewarding 
one, of raising those children proper- 
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ly. However all divorced persons, no 
matter how excellent an income they 
may have, should, if they have no 
children to raise, get a job and work 
diligently at it. 


The hobby may be anything that 
will fill off-hours with interest and 
pleasure, such as stamp-collecting, 
painting, music, writing, hiking, gar- 
dening and the like. A good hobby 
is a priceless friend. 


The spiritual or religious activity 
may be teaching catechism, becoming 
an active member of the Legion of 
Mary or the St. Vincent de Paul So- 
ciety, or taking an active part in par- 
ish study clubs. Any divorced person 
who has never lost the grace of God, 
or who has returned to it after the 
divorce, should offer his (or her) 
services to his pastor for any spirit- 
ual or religious work that needs to be 
done. 
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3. A third danger for divorced 
Catholics is that of an exaggerated 
and unreasonable sense of guilt. 


It is hardly possible for divorced 
persons not to feel a certain sense 
of failure, and that whether they 
were the “innocent” or “guilty” per- 
son in bringing about the divorce. 
The marriage they promised and 
planned on making their lifetime ca- 
reer went to pieces. Whoever was 
most at fault, this was a failure for 
both. 

Humbly accepting this fact of the 
failure of a plan is a far different 
thing from permitting oneself to be 
burdened constantly with an exag- 
gerated sense of guilt. This latter is 
responsible for making some divorced 
Catholics feel that they are outcasts 
from the society of Catholics or the 
activities of their Church. The erro- 
neous notion that some ignorant 
Catholics have, that the divorced are 
excluded from the Church, has added 
to the exaggerated sense of guilt of 
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some whose marriages have failed. 


All human beings have reason for 
a sense of guilt, because all are sin- 
ners. But when one’s sins or failures 
are known to others there is a psy- 
chological inclination to let guilty 
feelings go to far. Guilt feelings, 
concerning sins known or unknown 
to others, should inspire a continuing 
sorrow for those sins and willingness 
to do penance for them until death. 
But Christ instituted the sacrament 
of penance as a means of assuring 
the sinner of his forgiveness and 
thereby bringing peace to the soul. 
Once a divorced person has made a 
good confession, he (or she) should 
cling to the certainty of his forgive- 
ness and then offer up the hardships 
of his lot as reparation for the evil 
he has done. Of course, the more 
innocent a person has been in the 
events leading up to a divorce, the 
more that person should resist exag- 
gerated and unrealistic feelings of 
guilt. 
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3. The Right Attitude of 
Divorced Persons Toward Others 
Divorced persons should see in 

their state opportunities for doing 
much good to others, no matter how 
much harm they may have done by 
the bad example of their past. Three 
things especially they should want to 
do in this regard. 

1. Divorced persons should be 
eager to show to others the power of 
the grace of God for any emergency 
in life by their good example. 

God wants all human beings to 
save their souls. His Providence 
seems to give some greater tempta- 
tions, a more difficult lot in life, than 
others. The tempted, the discouraged, 
the despairing, are always helped by 
the good example of those who have 
a harder task than themselves. There 
is no doubt that divorced Catholics 
have special difficulties and tempta- 
tions to face. If they remain faithful 
to God, their example will be of un- 
told value to others. 
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This holds for all types of divorced 
persons, including those who have 
been most guilty and have the most 
atonement to make for having broken 
up their home. Once they have made 
a good confession and been forgiven, 
they should be inspired to persever- 
ance by the fact that the example of 
their conversion will certainly en- 
courage many who are faltering in 
allegiance to God. 


2. Divorced persons should defend 
the indissolubility of marriage by re- 
sisting all suggestions that they in- 
volve themselves in company-keeping 
and by rebuking Catholics who make 
such suggestions. 


Instead of complaining that it is 
hard to resist company-keeping and 
thoughts of another marriage, di- 
vorced Catholics should consider it 
an obligation, now that they have 
failed to make their marriage the 
permanent thing God intended it to 
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be, to prove to others that they still 
believe in the indissolubility of mar- 
riage and the sinfulness of attempted 
marriage after divorce. They will 
have many opportunities to do this. 


There will be weak and unworthy 
Catholics who will suggest that they 
take up company-keeping and at 
times even try to provide companions 
for them. In no uncertain terms they 
should tell such false friends that 
they cannot marry again validly 
while their divorced partner is alive 
and that therefore they may not take 
up company-keeping. They may add 
that any Catholic who suggests that 
they start keeping company is there- 
by guilty of a grave sin of scandal. 


Moreover they will meet individ- 
uals who will be attracted to them, 
and who by word and action will 
show an eagerness to begin steady 
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dating with them. These too must be 
told at once that this is out of the 
question because it cannot be done 
without the loss of the grace of God. 


Such a forthright line of conduct 
and action will repair any scandal 
that divorced persons may have given 
in bringing about the failure of their 
first marriage. 


3. Divorced persons should use 
their unhappy experiences to advise 
and help others: young people pre- 
paring for marriage and the already 
married who are facing problems and 
temptations. 


Wisdom is often acquired through 
mistakes and even sins. Divorced 
persons should use the wisdom that 
their mistakes or sins have brought 
them to warn others against the same 
mistakes and sins. 


22 


- RSS 


Perhaps their divorce was occa- 
sioned by a hasty and ill-considered 
marriage. Their advice can be very 
effective for young people who seem 
to be in danger of making the same 
mistake. 


Or perhaps the first crack in the 
solidity of their own marriage ap- 
peared as the result of their drinking 
or uncontrolled anger or selfishness 
in any one of a hundred forms. They 
may be able to see the same cracks 
forming in the marriages of friends 
and be able to heal them by giving 
friendly warnings of what the terri- 
ble outcome of such beginnings can 
be. Thus divorced Catholics can do 
a great service to their fellow-human 
beings and wipe out the evil that was 
done by their own bad example to 


the world. 
Wt \wt 
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